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Special GIS Theme Issue
In this issue, the JABFM features several articles using a GIS methodology that encompass the interests of health planners, health policy makers, and health care providers. Many thanks to our guest Editor, Dr. Norm Oliver, for his work reviewing all submissions. We also include studies relevant to those concerned with health manpower and to undergraduate and graduate medical educators, as well as board certification.
Google Maps and Google Earth: the Physician's Cheap GIS
Google Maps and Google Earth are a great advantage to me (MAB) as an urban physician trying to understand my patients in place and context. After reading these GIS-related articles as they were being submitted, I thought about how much I missed not knowing where my patients lived or what their homes were like, which I used to understand when I lived in a smaller community. Philadelphia is a large urban area and my patients come from inside and outside the city. I know much of West Philadelphia (near our offices) and some of Central and South Philadelphia, but our patients also come from many other locales. So I turned to Google Maps, supplemented on occasion by Google Earth. I can always find that street whose name I don't know. I can often see the house or apartment building and I can look up and down the street. Are there broken windows or bars on the street? Is there street lighting or sidewalks? Using Google Earth I can quickly determine whether there are trees or parks nearby. Sometimes nearby restaurants and drug stores are also marked and identified.
The 96-year-old patient who drives a couple of blocks to get to the office? Try more than a few blocks, which scared me. I decided to check more on his ability to drive and alternate forms of transportation. The patient's location that looked just like a field and trees with no house visible? This led to a conversation about how difficult running their small farm was for them: they were being foreclosed and were out of work; there were tears and, eventually, a plan and some relief. The woman who can't get up her front steps and has fallen down them? There are no front steps on any home on her street, which will lead to a conversation next time I see her. The community garden near a patient's home? Maybe she could garden also. Or the man with the business with a vague name, who comes to the office poorly dressed but who apparently lives in a large house in a gated neighborhood? Maybe I don't need to worry so much about the fact that he and his family are uninsured. The woman living alone whose house was surrounded by razed or dilapidated homes and some small manufacturing buildings? Yes, she was lonely and scared as all her neighbors kept moving away. Ah, Google Maps … one more key to context. Marjorie A. Bowman, MD, MPA Phillip Lupo, MLIS Anne Victoria Neale, PhD, MPH
